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Imagine if there had been television when the U.S. separated from England 
in the eighteenth century. The news would have been filled with stories 
about the new developing nation. In a sense, that’s what it’s like here. I hear 
the intricate details of what it takes to create a complex democratic republic 
after fifty years of apartheid and struggle, and can even be found watching 
“Parliament Live!” on TV when I get home from school at 15:00. 
 – Evan:	Family	Letter	#3
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The biggest change for us has been a wonderful one—the physical environ-
ment. The staggering beauty of Cape Town is immediately apparent and 
continues to fill us with joy and renewal. For the first month of our stay, we 
have had one car, one cell phone, and one set of house keys. This has made for 
a closely knit family! We are ready for some individuation, which is starting 
as we write. Just today, we joined a “lift-scheme” (car pool, not pickpocket 
ring) for Evan’s transportation to school and back. The three tenth-grade 
girls in the scheme are great interpreters of the culture, including preparing 
us for the summer weather: gale force summer wind storms that last a few 
days, followed by hot, dry African heat. Fires on the mountains that sur-
round the city round out this provocative season.
Another huge difference in our lives is that our family has dinner to-
gether every night, and it now feels like the normal thing to do. The result 
is that we have grown together in some new and wonderful ways. We have 
helped each other on a few rather trying days when we needed counsel to 





urban	 settings	 could	 not	 begin	 to	 approximate.	Whatever	 deeply	 submerged	
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romantic	notions	of	Africa	may	have	engaged	us	evaporated	 in	 the	heat	of	 the	
day	and	the	pace	of	our	visit	to	an	800-year-old	Makuni	village.	Here’s	how	we	
described	it	at	that	time:
The village is one of the “richest” in Zambia. Water pumps have recently 
been installed, providing improved sanitation and saving hours of work 
for the women. Yet even here, rural poverty is astounding and the HIV 
medicines in the local clinic, which also serves as a hospital, consist of a 
mostly empty bottle of Bactrim. In Zambia, we stayed in an inn modeled 
after a traditional village and learned more of the local history. Evan ate 
with the men, sitting on stools, while Donna and Virginia sat on the floor 
with the women. We had a delicious African meal with our hands, scooping 







consumed	by	 the	ever-present	 threat	of	malaria.	By	contrast,	 in	 the	peri-urban	
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the	informal	settlements	felt	like	another	era:	
The township of Khayelitsha is a microcosm of this country because of its 
relative newness and the many challenges it faces. Khayelitsha literally 
means “new home.” Most of the older townships have a more settled feel 
than Khayelitsha, which seems the most alienated and desolate, from what 
I have seen so far. In Khayelitsha, there is no real evidence that the modern 
world exists except for the cars and the music that blares from a few stereos. 
Many people do not have electricity, and many who do, get it by running 
dangerous wires from the power lines into their shacks. There are only a 
few trees, and children walk around barefoot in the unpaved streets or to 
the outhouse or water tap. Outdoor butchers (where people buy their meat 
because the nearest supermarket is at least fifteen kilometers away) grill whole 
sides of sheep and cow in a metal drum. There are also cows, dogs, and goats 
on the side of the road that don’t appear to belong to anyone. People walk 
everywhere and women carry bundles on their heads, although not every 















In South Africa, the slang for the state of the economy is 7/11—seven rand to 
the dollar and eleven to the pound. Or, as the South African Airline steward 
said to us before we deplaned in December, “The dollar rocks.” Unemployment 
occasional paper series      casper et al.      13
in the townships is about forty percent. When we work at the computer by 
the window, men and women often catch our eye, and within seconds are 
at the door asking for food, money, or work. Even among the middle class, 
the poor economy is felt daily. We have joined the economic zeitgeist, despite 
our favorable currency, and find ourselves practicing small habits that are 
not our custom, such as washing plastic lunch bags and reusing them. Phone 
time, petrol, air travel, and anything imported are extremely expensive, 
yet anything related to labor is so cheap it makes us uncomfortable. What is 
valuable and what is not continues to grab our attention. 
	 –	Virginia:	Family	Letter	#2	





































CommuNity VioleNCe aNd the moNday effeCt 
“There	is	no	safety.”		( James	Baldwin) 
It	took	the	first	few	weeks	of	visiting	early	childhood	programs	in	neighboring	






























For	 our	 family,	 my	 experience	 of	 trauma	 and	 physical	 injury	 gave	 vio-
































The problem of mother-to-child transmission has so many layers. The sim-
plest part is giving the medicine—Nevirapine. The two-dose regimen is 
perfect for a public health effort and can decrease transmission rates signifi-
cantly, from twenty-five to forty percent to less than ten percent. The mother 
takes one dose when she begins labor, and the baby takes the other within 
hours of life. But before this can take place, a system must be developed to 
counsel and test thousands of pregnant women and to inform one in five that 
they are HIV positive. After the medications are given, the problem is not 
yet solved. The majority of women in Africa breastfeed—a practice that is 
known to transmit HIV, yet is a deeply important part of their motherhood. 
Clearly, to prevent HIV, the best alternative would be formula feeding. But 
formula feeding serves as an assumed marker of HIV infection and, because 
of stigmatization, AIDS remains a secretive and rarely disclosed disease. 
Dr. Glenda Gray, a South African pediatrician, called the breastfeeding 
challenge “a conundrum of complexities.” In addition to helping each mother 
make a decision about her feeding choices, the government and clinics must 
create a system to distribute formula, as well as monitor the mothers’ and 
babies’ health. All of the babies must be retested at nine months to see which 
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are infected and need ongoing care. 
		 –	Donna:	Family	Letter	#2	

























What is the difference between a pupil and a student? What I have dis-
covered through my handy pocket dictionary is that a pupil is someone who 
is being taught, as opposed to a student, a person who studies, from the 
Latin root for zeal. The class periods here in my school are called Lessons, 
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which also emphasizes that the student is being taught, not just learning. 
On the other hand, one does not “study” for the many, many tests we have 
here—one “Learns.” Preschoolers are called Learners and those at university 
are Students. Another interesting practice—compulsory standing up when 
the teacher enters the room. This is especially interesting for me, because in 
the States…respect for the teacher is voluntary, shown through enthusiasm, 
participation, and politeness. Here, standing is a mandatory sign of respect 






a	 number	 of	 explanations.	 Because	 of	 the	 sanctions	 apartheid	 brought,	 South	
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I’m fascinated by the perspective gained from hearing about world news 
from the African point of view. There is more about global issues, along 
with local reports from South Africa and other parts of this continent. 
After watching news here, the U.S. now seems so much more self-involved; 
almost like the networks are in news cruise-control mode! As a result of 
our time abroad, we feel more connected to the rest of the world, especially  
Africa, and even Asia and Europe. 
	 –	Evan:	Family	Letter	#3
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